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The speech of tvo two-year -old Kan a drin -speaking 
children was taped during free play in their homes. lae following 
characteristics of their speech were discovered: (I) excellent, near 
full control of tones; (2) somewhat stricter wora order tnan is found 
in adulr speech (flandarin is undergoing a word order shift from SVO 
to SOV) ; and (3) few coinages or use of the produccive reduplicdtod 
rorss in iSandarin^ but greater than adult usage of morphological 
markings in the forms that were controlled. It seems tha-c, despite 
the relative lack of morphological elaboration available m Chinese, 
•Che children found morphological markers easier to control, "chan 
periphrastic forms involving adverbs cr word order snif-cs dnd 
.contrasts. In addition^ all four children's preferences in aspectual 
relations marked seemed consistent enough to project a fuller 
generalized schedule for the emergence of aspectual relations over 
time* Further analysis indicates that aspectual distinctions are far 
more central to the children .than temporal ones, A cognitive 
4iniversal is proposed for early linguistic marking of changes of 
state (distinguishable from endings or results) to be commented on by 
the child in a variety of overextensions constrained relatively 
little by linguistic form* (Author/JB) 
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ACCuisiTior; o? tsmpchal aj:D aspectual 0IST:!^;c'^Io^3S i:j >'.A!;DAniN' 

Mary £rbau;^h 
University of Cn,llfornla at Berkeley 

The Chinese lan;3r^nP:e s no tense syc teTi , unll kc most 
European langUH^:es which routinely Index event tlT.e to speoch 
tl-ae, with tense narked on tno verb. Previous studies of 
early lan^ruAire acquisition of tlrne a^d aspect distinctions 
have been conducted In and or^^ianlzed around tense larc;uanes 
and how the acquisition of tense reveals young children's 
particularised temporal notions (See Bronckart and Sinclair, 
1973 Tor French data: Bloom, Mfter, and Tanouye, 1977 fcr 
English, and Antlnuccl and ^:lller, 1976 for Italian.) Chinese 
children's acquisition of ter^;»oral ana aspectual rriarkers parallel 
those of tense-languac:e learners In nany Important ways, p-'jrtlcular 
with respect to early preference for "larklng changes of stci.e, and 
then sustained physical actions. In the Mandarin learner's 
output the aspectual relations are marked directly without any 
overlap with or Interference frors a tense system. The aspect- 
oriented CnVnese gra *"7.atlca 1 system consists largely of concords 
between verb suffixes and rre-verbal adverbs* If a speaker 
does want to contrast speech tlr.e and event tine, he can do so 
using a tlaie adverb, but this Is quite rare, occurring probably 
less than 5^ oi* the tine In adult conversations. 

Given this state of affairs, how do Chinese children go 
about learning to Tark aspect, and what tlrse Indicators do they 
use? The answer to the second Questl on Is slniple : they sake 
alTost no tl-T^e d Istlnc tl;'ns up through MUU ^.31* In seven 
hours of tape of a 2^-'nonth-old child with an MLU of 2.65, he 
produced only or.e tlnve distinction, yl j Ing "already". In 1.771 
Interpre'jable utterances. This or.e usage was an Iriiltat Ion. 
In nine hours and 3i 333 Interoretable utterances fro::i the second 
child, a 31-33 nonth old girl with a naxl.'aur^ MLU of ^.31. there 
were only a total of 20 time expressions, about half of wr.lch 
were used appropriately. These were about evenly divided between 
;:^ast and non-past expressions* 

What tnen of a spec 1 7 The ea.'llest and most fundamental 
aspect marking the ^^hlnese children use Is cnan;::e of state with 
the ^perfect marker* verb suffix . le . They use this to aarl: 
not only already completed changes of state, as Is appropriate: 
but also desire future Changes, as In remarks on their Intentions, 
and In Icrperatl ves. They also attach It inappropriately to 
nouns and adjectives to express changed states. They are marking 
the change with little regard to whether or not It has yet occurred 
In real time, an^ whether or not It has reacned Its ultimate end 
state. However, completion and ending markings were the next 
aspect mil r kens to appear. Resultatl ve statements ind lea ting 
production r.f some kind of product scarcely appeared In the sample. 
These results correlate well v;lth tho<^e found by Bloom et al. 
for high, early and accurate use of the English Irregular past 
tenses to express active changes: and wl th comparable 
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selective use of an Italian past forn reported by 
Antlnuf^'Cl and MlUer. 

For the Chinese children, there vras a parallel 
aspectual distinction they made aloost without error 
reaching back well Into th*? one word stage. This was 
the distinction between the negative adverb bu neanlng 
■doesn't\ can't* or 'worft" and hplylng laposalbllltyi 
and the ael perfect negative ineanlng "hasn't* Implying 
a duratlve relation with continued posslbllty. For 
eia:nple, te bu chouy^jn means "He doesn't 

he not s^oke cigarette 
smoke cigarettes" (ever, as a ciatter of habit or principle! 
while ta aei chouyen neans "He hasn't 

he haS^t smoke cigarette 
saioked cigarettes* (yet, but he ulght well do ao later.) 
The dl.stlnctlon between these two negatives parallels 
the children's most basic distinction between changes 
of state and daratlves. The Chinese chlllren'a near 
perfect distinction between and control of these two 
negatives was striking and unexpected. 

This differentiated use of negatives with oel 
"hasn't" ttas the first marker for duratlve relations 
to emerge. Duratlve relations In general developed 
more slowly and with a higher error rate than did the 
change of state distinctions. For both duratlve and 
and non-duratlve distinctions, verb suffix and Infli fons 
vere better controlled than were non-continuous, periphrastic 
adverbial forms which required agreement. This la In 
accordance with Slobln's 1973 predictions. 

3tUl unrealized In the most advancedsamples studied 
were I productive use of tlac of event and duration of 
event markings, markings for beginnings (this in contras: 
to the elaborate distinctions among types of endings) » 
absolute past eipe^ence, habltuals, Iteratlves, marked 
seriated events, fttvd causality. It seems as though for 
Chinese children, as for other children, the change of 
action state distinction is universally marked very early 
regardless of the grammatical form used» while .gradations 
among other types of aspectual distinctions are more 
rabject to interference from the forwil complexity of the 
markers tised in the particular language being learned. 

Th^ fubJectB for this investigation were two, two-year- 
old Chinese, children growing up in Kandarln speaking homes 
in Taipei, Taiwan. Both were bright, verbal children from 
from rather prosperous, Vesteml2ed hones. Three of the 
four parents were high school teachers; and both children 
had their own tape recorders, tricycles, Disney books In 
Chinese, toy pianos, leggo blocks owl other toys spread out 
In front of the color tv's. The younger child, lao Hu, 
was a 24 month old boy with six arri eight year old sisters. 



I taped hh In seven different hour-long sessions over 

two weeks tine. Kls MLJ ranged Troa 1.99 to 2.69, vrally 

around Brown's Stage IL 

The second child, Jong Hong, was a girl, an on' ^ child, 
whoa I taped, for 9 hours between her 31st and 33ri : .ths. 
Her MUl showed a gennral but by no ineans linear Ir.c' se, 
mngln^ bet^tsen 2.91 and ^.31> or between Brown's * '1 
Find fifth sta;;es. I feel that ^LU men.^ureMts 
Chinese are about fis valid &s these for English, pernaps 
slightly Uiiderestlmntlng the Chinese child, because of 
the Chinese lan^u:ige's extreme spareross In norpholcfslcal 
elaboration. (Not only does Chinese hnve no tense syste:, 
It does not have nunber or gender distinctions, nor any 
surface case markings.) 

I taped both clilldren during free play In their hoces, 
generally with a parent or sibling participating. I spoke 
to the child and his or her family In Handarln, but taped 
very extensive contextual notes In English slnultaneous with 
the action. The transcripts Included every single recorj;d 
utterance: all child utterances were coded ana analysed* 
I was able to extend the range of the study f^jrther ry 
extrapolating from Y,H. Chao's 1951 description of his 
23 T.onth old, Handarln speaking granddaughtci; Canto. Canta 
seetred to be rather less syntactically advanced than uio H'a; 
she was very likely aonewliere In nld-Stagc I In Brc^n^s 
terminology, I also referred to transcrlptf-- aade c>/ Lir^li.ng, 
a 36 month old Mandarin speaking Berkeley cMld recorded 
by Teresa Chen and discussed by Erbaugh^ 197^- Lin^llng 
was coniilstently nore advanced than Jong Rong, 

Nonetheless, all four children showed strikingly 
similar basic styles of Marin usage, that 13: 
excellent, near-full control of tones; somewhac st.rl:.tir 
word order than Is found in adult speech (Mandarin Is 
undergoing a massive word order shift from SVO to -SC?). 
Also, while the children coined very few new words, and 
made very little use of the very productive Mandarin 
reduplicated fonas, they produced nore norphologlcal 
markings of the foms they did control than did adults* 
It seemed that despite the relative lack oi aoTpholofflciI 
elaboration available in Chinese, the children found 
morphological markers easier to control than periphrastic 
forms Involving adverbs, and word order shifts and contrasts. 
In addition, all four children's preferences in.aspectual 
relations marked seemed consistent enough to project a 
fuller generalized schedule for the emergence of aspectual 
relations over time, 

I noted no i^ha^ effect of any kind; the children were 
well aware of semantic number and sex distinctions, and 
current versus non-current time. As noted before, the 
children's envlronnients were quite urban and westernized; 
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the children's nost culturally Chinese utterances 
contained food wordc for vliit'T uclon snup, nim^ bean 
compote, and lichee nuts. The children ni^de the correct 
distinctions In the few kinship teras they controlled. 

Let us look through the st£j;cs In acquisition of 
aspect as sketched In the chart. In Aspect Developinent 
3tr»;^e I at the late one-Kord st'^ge, the only marked 
distinctions are chan;5C of state with overextended use 
of the verb suffli -.le; and the distinction between 
straight negation with bu, and negation with continued 
possibility with gel aentloned before. Let us explore 
early use of what we aa; r^nerallze and call the -.le 
perfect tnarker In xre d^;: .11. If y.^ zs^^ something 
like Che lal.le we nay translate this as 

car coie perfect 
"the car has co::e*. although, depending on context, It 
could ^ilso mean 'the car came" or "the car h^d coae\ 
it nl/ht also be embedded as a tenporal clause In a 

larfl:er iv\ntenc? to nean "when the zut has come " 

Vh'^t Is Important to note Is the car was not at sone 
Ixarlon once, but Its position has changed, and now 
it his reached that place. The statement Ir; unclear as to 
whether the car has stopped or kept on going: It Is possible 
t^.a: It r.ay not havt* finished Its notion. In ar^^ case, 
Chinese two-year-olds frequently say things like che 
lalje^ "the car has cone" when they roll toy cars 
toward thensclves on the floor. This Is perfectly 
correct. 

However, It seens that the children's desire to 
nark change of state graniaatlcally on the surface Is 
so strong that they will also use the -.le_ verb suffix 
to express change of state regardless of past, present 
or future the; regardless of whether the change has 
taken place yet or not. This leads to 2any aberrant 
utterances. It Is the change they want to aark rather 
than any specific end result; and it is this change which 
rhows up In comparable English and Italian eiacples tied 
to the tense systea. The Chinese children not only used 
« le to express their own Intentions, saying, for 



example, »pso.le 



'(I) have run" to nean "I'a going 

run perfect 

to run,* but they would also use -»le_ In another abends:;: 
way froa the adult point of view, that is, to iriark Inpemtive:: 
e.g. ordering the father to JaTp rope by spying * tla:),le , 

Junp pcr'ect 

that is. saying ^^ve junpedl have Jumpedl" for 
''Juffipt Jump I." 

About equally aberrant on a scale of deviance fro^i 
adult usage is suffixing -•le^ to inappropriate a::jectlvea, 
such as describing what happened to Plnnochlo's nose 
by saying »da.le jc »"(lt's) blg^ed." Even :^ore 

big perfect 

unexpected Is the suffixing of to nouns* as when 
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1-^.0 Hu finished building a block tower and announced 
»far,,.zl>le ,+= ♦■(It'a) housed", andtten, when 

house perfect 
the tower broke In to, *llang,ge,le += 
two perfect 

♦"(It»3) twocd." 

The next stage, soocwherc around the two caorphene 
itage, allows additional verb suffixes to nark conpletlon 
with - hao "f^ood'^ or -tjan "finish", as well as a 
Urlted range of verb locative postpositions to aark 
end location of an action. Hodlflcatlon of the location 
of an on;;olng action or place of a stationary object 
does not occur at t'^ls stage. Duratlvs relations remain 
essentially unuarked. negatives start to be embedded 
in conplex verbs, as in wo ng.bu.chu.lal for 
I ta]ce not out come 

•I can't getdtjout." 

Stage 3, somewhere over en MUI of 3.00, sees 
the beginning of parking end-results by verb suffix 
cowpleinents. such as nonghuai •spoil/ "wreck". The 
sake bad 

the first true dui-ative relations start to emerge 
here with the adverb hal "still", here used only for 
posficsslons, confound^ with its other neanlr^g of "also." 
The children will often say things like ^o hai you 

I still ha^e 

hen duo "I still /also have lots". This meaning, is, 
v^ry laany 

however, aabiguous between continued possession, and 
' an additional nuaber of possessions. It aay be that the 
children sec this hal as a general Intenslfler along 
the lines of hen ^ry." 

Stage 4 sees the energence of unaarked seriated 
events as well as continued negative relations luarked with 
hftl, as in wo hai Bel Jianhao "I still haven't 

1 still haven't cut finish 
finished cutting "; as well as narking continued action 
verbs with hai, without, however, the progressive ^'^rb 
suffli reo.ulred. At this stage Jong Rong used hai ' .;111" 
as a aaln verb with a progressive suffix, as when she 
didn't want to stop playing with her aother's Jewelry 
and said »vo hai,zhe *"ria stilling." 

I stTil'progressive 

In Jong Hong's nost advanced usages at Stage 5 
she was starting to be able to express an event, then 
to use the adverb Jlo, neanlng sooething like "Just" 
or "^simply" ^jo^e a second clause to express the consequences 
of the first clausei as for cxaople when 
she wanted to Junp off her fourth floor balcony to fly 
with the pigeons, turned to her father who was holding 
her back and begged lia qu Jio hao»l.e 

down go simply good perfect 



■ "Co down and everythlnf^ will be fine." Ker aost 
kpresslve oxaruple of this sort had her toplcalhe 
the s^jbject In a relative clause as she talked about 
her bartnar/ dog which she feared would bite her, 
She said: "The one of nine that went to Aaerlca, 
he could Just bite ne/ wo dao Delp:uo.de. ta 

to A.Tierlca r'.odl- he 
fler 

Jlo hul yao wo . At this sta/^e progressives 
slnply can bite ne 

start to be prc^iuctlve both as suffixes and adverbs. 
Jong Rong can express continued desire with "still want" 
as hal ^ao;^ however, no other non-action verbs are 
sc modified. 2ven so, many aspectual markings, especially 
beglnr.lng, habitual; serleated events, most adverbial 
expressions, and nearly all tine relations renain 
unexpressed. « 

Jluch more Investigation Is needed before we can 
reach a fuller testing and understanding: of the aspectual 
relations sketched here. Longitudinal studies are tr.e 
siost Important needed, as well as better gestural and 
contextual descriptions. But we also need cooparisons 
with adult sar::les, and a far nore thorough analysis 
th^n is now available for the structure and social and 
semantic relevance of the new word order shifts in 
Kandarln; the Increasing tendency to suffixed verbs and 
near-agglutlnative fojuis, the role of verb transitivity, 
and the co-occurrence restrictions of disjunctive 
combinatory pairs of adverb + VEaB+complement+aspect 
forms which are gaining so much Importance. 

In the mean time. In our mortal state, what can we 
conclude? First of all, the aspectual distinctions are 
far more central than the temporal ones. Secondly, we 
propose a cognitive universal for early linguistic marking 
of changes of state (distinguishable from endings or 
results) to be commented on by the child In a variety of 
overextensions relatively little constrained by linguistic 
fonn. 

Less fundamental, and therefore more subject to 
interference both from structural linguistic complexity, 
context, and protocols of cognitive growth In general are 
markings for types of duration, and event times. ?or Chinese 
children, all of these are more accessible as suffixed 
forms than as adverbial formsi and least accessible as 
discontinuous adverb plus verbf suffix agreement combinations. 
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